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ABSTRACT • ~" 

Recently there has been an increasing interest in the 
development of children's impressions of stories, ^partially due to 
the work of theorists who have proposed formal grammars representing 
structural Characteristics of stories. 10 order to learn more about 
children 'sr narrative competence, stories they produced were analyzed 
in three experiments. The pictorial sequences, from the picture 
arrangement subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 
Ch i ldren-Revi sed (WISC-R) were used as a structural context to elicit 
stories from the subjects. These were also used to constrain, the 
pragmatic and imaginative aspects of the story telling task so that 
particular, structural aspects could be examined, uniformly across _ • 
different age groups, and to provide a first step in assessment Of 
the underlying psychological properties related to successful '- 
performance. In experiments one and twb^ 12 students each from /second 
and seventh grade and 12 college students were given the' subtest 
individually and were asked to produce an .oral story . _IB.th% third, 
experiment,. '12 seventh graders and twelve college students were - 
administered the subtest and were asked to produce a written story. 
Overall, the fiBdihgs indicated that (1) ^children dwell on 'overt 
characteristics of events, avoid discussion of character motivation, 
^and ignore logical connectivity, while adults embellished - 
these — particularly in the written stories; (2) the inclusion of a 
goal statement was much higher than the inclusion of- a reaction. 

statement for all subjects; and (3) the' event structures of the' 

WISC-R picture sets Vary considerably.. (A sample picture arrangement 
task and two Versions of a corresponding story are appended.), . - .•• 
* (CRH) . ' ■ ' :■ - 
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Recently in the fields of psychology, education, Mid linguistics there v 
has been ah increasing interest in the development of children's impressions 

of stories. „ The interest in narratives is partially due to the work of theo- 

- ■ - j - \ i _" - 

rists who have proposed formal grammars representing structural characteris- 



tics of stpries (Stein & Glenn, 1979; Ruinelhart, 1975; Thorndyke, 1977). Story 
grammars describe logical sequences of purposive behavior and opacify categor- 
ies of - information and the logical connections that exist between statements 
in story. * . \ ' : 

Past wofk utilizing various 'story grammars has focused on the way that k 
stories are structured and on the types of story information children Under- 
stand and remember. The purpose of the present research, however, was to 
learn more about children's narrative competence by* analysing the stories 
they produce. Specifically we were interested, among other things, in how 

children* view character motivation^ how they develop logical sequences, itsd 

' _ _ \__ _ ■ ■ V . i- " 

what information* children dean necessary to share with their audience when . -.- 

■ _^ . ► \ _ — ________ 

they generate stories, ^n order to examine these types of qualitative changes 

in student's story productions we utilized a simplified story grammar analysis 
similar to the one posed by Glenn and Stein (in press). 

,lCnothtfr Important characteristic of our -work is that we have utiltfcied a 
highly structured context" to elicit stories from students^ Unlike the work of 
*past investigators (Gleifh 5 Stein, in press; Botvin & Sutton-Smith, 1977) t ~" where 
children generated stories without prompt s^or at most when given p story frag- 
ment to complete, we have employed pictorial sequences from the Picture Arrange- 
ment subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence scale for Children-Revised (1974), a, 

widely administered individual intelligence test. A representative picture set 

* t < - _ - . V 

: • v < : \ , < 



is on your handout in Figure 1. In all there ere 12 picture stories ranging 
from very simple sequences (e.g., 3' pictures) to more complex sequences (e.g. , 




, 5 pictures). When this subtest is given during ah assessment , the $Mfld is 
shown a randomly sequenced version of each set and is asked to arrange the 

* pictures to make I sensible story in order front left to right. We presented 
the task in this manner v (as a sequencing task) for one study but slab used 
4?he correctly arranged picture sets as the prompts to elicit stories from 
children. 

pur rationale for using this picture arrangement task was twofold. Fir^t, 
we wished to constrain the pragmatic, and imaginative aspects of the story 
telling task so that particular story structure aspects could be examined 
uniformly across students o^ different ages, v^econdly 9 hoped to provide 
a first step* iti the assessment of the underlying psychological properties re- 
lated to successful performance oh the picture arrangement sequencing task* 
Ev^n though claims have been made that successful performance on this subtest 
is related to the ability to comprehend logical sequences in a story, to bur 
knowledge rib one has .collected Information on the ply children do represent 
these picture stories in language or the relationship such verbal representa- 
tions play in successful sequencing performance* The WISC manual t however, 
is replete with suggestions arid hints about this matter and the test is used \ 
with thousands of school children each year. So, information about the verbal 

• • • \ - . . . • 

propositions elicited by this picture task is of scientific and practical im- 

i 

portahce. 



We expected that developmental sensitivity to the organisation of the pic- 
ture stories would surface in the types* of stories generated from the pictures. 
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There arte mu"rfiple\ reasons to expect this outcome) ranging •from evidence about 

i • ' j_ " 

the acquisition Vf richer narrative "schemata 11 as children move through % the 

- * ' >. .- • ■ " , • • • * ' 

school years (Stein & Glenn, 1979) , to evidence of lunj children acquire a motfe 

, - _ J __ _ . ^ _ ? • - 

complex understanding .of theme, characterization, and plotting in stories 
(Bot;vin & Sutton-Smith, 1977) . 



Additionally, we were ['interested in whether there was any relationship be- 

. _ . _ . _ . . .. _ -<t~- 

tween the way students described the correctly sequenced picture stories and 

their skill at sequencing them correctly. - One might expect that the better the' 
quality of the student *s underlying representation' of the-, story, the more faci- 
lity (s)he will evidence in organ is ing^tta" pictorial forp. 

Finally, we also considered two important task characteristics which might 
influence the quality of t he stories produced. The first one fees student's - 

prior familiarity with^Ranontcal or 'highly general storj form. Some indivi- 

• . i_ ; . «>• 

duals, particularly younger children, may not have much experience in telling 

formal short stories to listeners. As a result, J^?*? **** * 0 have a clear 
sense of how to tell a simple and informative story. So, providing these chil- 
dren with a clear example of^ a well formed narrative might enhance the subse- 
quent quality of the stories they construct. 

The second task characteristic is the mode of^the story production whether 
it is in oral or written form. There is a large body of literature in the 
f ieidsb Qf linguistics, psychology, and education documenting the differences 
between the oral and written tradition of discourse (Olson, 1977). For our 
purposes, here, we might expect story telling to be more logical in its written 
form - dwelling on the inherent cause and effect nature of things and connecting 
one thought with another - than in its oral form. Thus, more sophisticated 



sfories might be -anticipated when written productions are elicited* 
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To- test the above ideas, a series of three experiments were designed. In 

experiment 1, a group bf second- a^cd seventh-g^ade school children and a group % 

* . v / ' . ' 

of adults produced oral stories to' iach of the 12 picture sets' in the WISC-* 

picture arrangement task. In addition,; we , sought to examine the relationship 
between a child's story production and performance bi this scale. So, one wlek 
prior-** their story ^product ion, all children were individually tested with 
the standkrd version bf the WISC-R picture arrangement (seq&aocing) task. Ex- 
periment (1 constituted a partial replication bf experiment 1,* calling upon ajfr 
new group of 2nd and 7th graders and adults to produce brat stories- to' all 12 
stories, again. This time, however, instead of hearing the. example story as 
presented in the, WISC-R Manual, the students heard a brief example story drawn 
from story graouar theory (e.g.* Stein & Glenn, 1979) albnf wit!) the WISC-R 
example picture set pr jftr to producing their stories to the 12 picture sets. 
By providing a canonicals story examjple to the children* especially, a model was 
madi! available which might serve to enhance the impoverished productions of the 
first experiment. In experiment 3, a third group bf subjects - seventh graders 
and adults wrote stdries for a randomly selected subsample of the 12 picture 

sets - tfiefsame example used in study 1 was given to the subjects. (Each sub- 

'i t - - ' '- - -■ * 

ject wrote from 4 to 6 stories.) Comparisons to the earlier findings of experi- 
ment 1 would allow us to uncover possible differences associated wit^ oral and 
written productions. .... % * 

; In each of experiments 1 and 4 2 there were thirty-six students, twelve stu- 
dents each from second- and seventh-grade and twelve college students. In ex- 
periment 3 there were a total of twenty-four students, twelve from seventh grade 
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apd twelve college students, the children were sampled from /two middle class 
schools in the Madison, Wisconsin area. Adults were volunteers recruited from 
classes in educational -psychology . h 
Procedures - . . 

In ail experiments, students were tested individually^ The picture sequences 

7 • , ; . 

were presented: one after the other^f ollowing brief instructions* There were no 
' . ; * ; " ■ * " ^* ^ ' * - 

time restrictions; students were given as much time as needed, to generate a story. 

Allr-oralt^ produced stories were tape recorded. The students^tffr experiment 3 

who wrote stories were jgiven sheets of lined paper. In experiment 1 children 

were also administered the formal picture arrangement task with the WISfc-R Pic- - 

ture sets and generated oral productions . one week later. 

In experiment l) students were shown the example picture set from the WISC-R 

and read ,fche corresponding story example taken from the instruct ions 'in the WISC-R 

manual, the students were then asked to tell their own stories ttot went with: ; 

the remaining picture sets, the pictures were arranged in front of each student 

*_ ■ . • . ( 

from left to right in the correct order (prescribed by the WISC-R manual) . The 

order of presenting the different pictur^ sets was the same as the one recom- 
mended in the test manual. • 

the students in experiment 2 were shpwn the sole example picture set but 
were read a different story. The story was composed of seven sentences that 
correspond to the narrative grammar used by Stein and Glenn (197,9) , with one - - \ * 
proposition from each category the grammar .(see Figure 1). After listening 
to the example story the students were asked* to tell their own stories for the 
remaining picture sets. 

The instructions and" example us^iri* experimeht 3^ were exactly the same as. 



.3. 
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- - -■ L ' • . : V.^:: :::: .: . \ - : ; .: .; - V 

in experiment 1. In this ease, however,; the students were asked, to write out * 
their stories." No attempt was made to have second grade children Write out 
their stories, since we worried about the limitations itt their vocabulary and 
writing skills. ' : " '')-. ' > 

Results * \ ' « Z^'* 1 1 

The transcribed story protocols (experiment 1 and 2) and the written storiek 
(experiment 3) were subjected to two types of analyses* Onfe analysis focused bit 
the completeness of the storied- a measure .based on the presence of statements 

■ ' • - , - ... t ■ - 

that captured the central literal meaning of each plctu^f in a set. A patiel 6f 
adult judges specified a list of propositions or ideas required to represent 
each picture set completely. 

A 'second analysis focused on whether th£ stories contained mention of cog- 
nitive events in the character (s) which would explain their actions and feelings. 
Specifically, judges rated eich story for the presence of tvp categories of 

information described in the Stein and Glenn (1979) gtanir - a Goal or Reaction * 

_ ■ - ~ ^ - '- " * 

A Goal statement pertains to the desire, motive, or goal of a main character. 

, * — _ * * 

• _ ■ * - - s : _ x - ' - '- - 

The presence 'of a goal serves to unify the story by providing a goal -'directed 

rationale for the protagonist's behavior. A Reaction statement consists of 

any mention of how a character felt guring any part of the sequence. It could 

be an emotion, cognition, or endstatLe expressing feelings about the character's 

. _ ':' : _ \ r \ >_ . - • 

goal attainment. A student received a score of 1 or 0 for each of these mea- 



sures to reflect inclusion or non-inclusion in each. story. The interjudge 

i 

agreement for all measures equaled opt exceeded .85. 

Separate analyses were performed on each measure for each study. Planned 



comparisons were conducted to test for differences between the age levels. The 

... , . . . m 
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a level' was set equal to .05 for each comparison tested, the results, are pre- 
sented In Table 1 as percentages or proportions of stories that contained Goals 

. . • v - • ' - ■ -Ml-'-::' \ S - ; _. A 

* and Reactions, and th$f were sgored as Complete*. In ; all three experiments / 

significant age differences were observed. However, the locus of the age shift 

- ' -N . ■ ; 

differed in the studies and on the different measures^ 

wig 

Briefly the major findings are. as follows. As we had expected there were 1 
qualitative differences in the types of stories produced at different ages arid . 

.our "experimental manipulations" across the three studies had some influence 

[- . - -_ - _ ^ • ■ ■ *. — \ 

on altering the types of stories produced. • . * > «, * 

Beginning with the oral productions in experiment X 9 the most striking 

result is that children's stories ^2hd & 7th grade), had a remarkable absence 

) of -character motivation. They rarely mentioned internal reasons behind the 

'character* s actions - rarely offered clear statements regarding the characters 

- * _ * . ■ 

goals or commented on how the character felt. Children's stories were mote^ 
fragmentary, incomplete, and devoid of ••cognitions" to tie' the diverse elements 

together than those : faf adults. The qualitative differences between .the 2nd 

- --- j-_ -- - r i ■ J - - ; 

and 7th grade children were hot* signif icant . One interesting aside, however, 

was that the average ^tory length of the second graders did exceed the average 

: story length of the seventh graders. Longer, however, dl4 hot also mean more 

sophisticated. ~ . i ■ ^ ' . 




The children Hi this study iH seemed to create stories as . "-reactive chains ^' 
That is, a child would show little evidence of connectivity, or appreciation of . ^ 
the logical necessity* or thematic integration of the elemefts? it would n<5t. * t-^.f- 



be a great exaggeration to say that the stories for them, were little more than 

» 



t 
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chains of descriptions of isolated picture events. The adult* stories offered 

- . _- - - - _- j_ . - . _ _- -- - - • - ' 

much more, they were richer in temporal and logical connectives, and thematic 

statements as well as overall goal and reaction statements. • Although not 

% ■> - 

significant, there was a trend for the best stories among the children to be 

• •■ ^ / ■ s ■ ■ ■ 

predictive of the WISC-R sequencing performance. ' 

_ ■■_ — . ^_ _ ; •_ __L_- 

The use of a canonical example story in study _2 increased the sdphistica- 

_■ ■ ■ _ * 
tion of children's story productions. Although no across study comparisons 

~ * _ _ _ ■ _ ' ■ 

were performed, an .examination of the percentage of stories including goals 

in &ach experiment suggests that all students included more/ character ifibtlva^ 

_ * 'i . 

■ __ - - - ._ _ - _ -_- _ ■ _- - _- ■ t — _ _ - - -_ j .- 

tion and feelings when the -model story had ^been presented. The adults again 

outperformed' the* second graders on all measures. The seventh graders/ and the 

- - ^ ; -' _ %_ • - 

. adults' story productions, however* were more similar. In fact the seventh^ * 

w gtgdets produced as many- complete stories as the adults. Furthermore, tha\ 

-.K - - • ^ - ' ' ' . 

stories produced by the .seventh grade students af tqr listening to a canonical 
story^ example included more goal statement© than the second grade students. 
Thue, it appears that the bldeft Children wer^ more lively to take significant 

advantage of the instructional set and story model to improve their story 

* • • 

sophistication. - ' 

Finally* as we had ( expect ad , the Opportunity 60 write stories in the third 
experiment improved both the adult and the 7th grade student* ft inclusions of 
character motivation.. The, adulte^also increased their tendency to embellish i 
j the ^tory^With the character's feelings and! produced more complete stories thai! ■ 
the seventh graders. Written stories were generally more advanced and seined 
anore causally related than the oral stories generated ia experiment 1. This:, 
observation was supported by a subsequent analysis in which .the written stories 
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: : * : . ;_ _/ : ^ . _ . ■ _ : - i- 

were found to contain a great et average numtier of logical connectives per 

stoiry than the oral versions f$q^ the first study* : v : 

■ * 

Summary and Discussion 

What have we learned then from this exercise pf collecting stories from 

- __. '_; : : - 

children and. adults? At least 3 separate things we think. First, there are 

some striking chfcnges from early childhopd 'to adulthood in the types of v stories 

produced spontaneously:. Children tend to dwell on' overt characteristics of 



events, avoid discussion of character motivation and ignore the need for logical 
connec^tv^Lty . Adults -do just the opposite and older children ^re more likely 

to change their stories toward adult like forma* given the appropriate task life- 

. ■ - * ', •■ * 

L__ ■ . « 

mands and illustration* 



Second it ♦appearrf that th*<8srlience of tfie categorical distinctions outlined - 
by the; Stein and Glenn" story grammar has received further Support In yet another 
response situation — - that is story generation . The results of the study cer- 
tainly suggest that the most salient categories of information '/dSi recall 

- _ *» :. '_- ■ _\ .- ^ ■ . - _— _ 

those related to the goal directed event sequence are also^more likely to • 
be included when a story is generated* That is for all students, the inclusion 
of a goal statement was much higher than, the inclusion of a reaction statement* 

■ - . - _ {Jk. -_- /•_■_'_ . . • 

Finally, we discovered some peculiarities" in th^ WIS€-R picture arrangement 

* %: ■ t " ",<'•'...'" ± y ■ ■*.- 

items. For one the implicit assumption that the last six stories represent 

' e ■ • - \-/ 

mpre difficult items was hot supported by £jn increase in the complexity of the 

narratives produced* If we construe the adult stdries as good representations 

of what the WISC items depict, it is clear that the event structures of the pic- 

V ture sets vary considerably. Jt va^ somewhat alarming to us that no formal, 

f prose T system we tried 'did a good job of capturing the representations of the 

' * * 
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his/her ability to sequence it property. , Thus, in some^of our current work, ve 
are trying to create spine of our own idealized picture stories end are rework- 
ing some of the WISOR, iteotfi. in addition we are further examining the types 
of structural change* evidenced using a more well defined text based system. 

We ane also going to make this, data base available in the form of a center 
publication so that individual* pursuing similar lines of research will have 
available a substantial number of stories for further comparisons (992 stories) 




BXjaai^^tot^ f tQtr fflSC-R Manual 



*^*t^vlady Is walking 'to^: th€ ac*UV 



•th^;ah^le|ghs "herself V r -j^il^^i^vwiitS"... 



•• • • -ah? ; 




Experiment 4L * . 

^ Example^ltpry 'Corresponding to a Canonical 
Story wein 5 Glenn) - ' , } s 



'A 



One day Mbfcl passed a scale on her way home 
V from shopping. She decided ihe better, fink 
out if her diet was working; She stepped : 
up onto the scale and put her money in. The: 
* scale showed she had gained weight . Mabel ' 
wfs surprised at f irst,.but then she thought 
it 'must be a broken scaffe'rAnyway. s . 



Figure 1$>;. Example picturte, sequence fbt' W{SC^R Picture Arrangement task with two versions of a corresponding s.tojy 
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Study 
1 



Study 
2 



. .Table 1 

Percentages of Stories that Contained Goala , Reactions , and 
that were Complete for Second-, Seventh-Graders, and Adults 
w * In Study i, 2, and 3 



Coals 



Reactions 



2nd 7th A 



2nd 7th A 



.38 .45 .5 



.58 .75 .86 




.06 ;05 .29 



.35 .37 .64 



Completer 



ness 



2nd 7th A 



.37 .29 .64 



.27 .56 .58 



Study 
3 



.73 .78 



.12 &9 




2 .45 



^btal number of stories - 164 (i.e. 1$ students x all 12 stories). 
J Total number of stories - 64. (i.e. 12 students ac (4-^) stories). 
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